
“THE GOVERNMENT OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD”

I. Introduction

A. One question that arises when we read this passage is, ‘Why is this 
here?’

1. Why does the book of Exodus contain this interaction 
between Moses and his father-in-law?

2. A lot of things happened during the seven weeks between 
the parting of the Red Sea and the giving of the law at 
Mount Sinai.

3. We are told about some of those things, but we are certainly 
not given an exhaustive record of everything that took place.

4. So why did God lead Moses to write what he does in this 
chapter? 

B. Exodus 18 is about the government of God’s covenant people.

1. It is a prelude to what will take place at Sinai, where the 
Lord constitutes Israel into a theocracy, a holy nation 
governed directly by him, the one true God.

2. In preparation for this, Exodus 18 tells us two things about 
the government of the kingdom of God.

3. It tells us that it is an expanding government and an efficient 
government.

4. (I know that some of you get nervous when you hear a 
phrase like “expanding government,” but the kind of 
expansion that this passage is talking about is entirely good.)

II. An Expanding Government (1-12)
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A. We begin our study of this passage by looking at the first twelve 
verses, where we see the government of the kingdom of God 
expanding to include Moses’ father-in-law Jethro.

1. Jethro was the priest of Midian.

2. He was a pagan religious leader.

3. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he belonged to a people with 
whom the Israelites were often at odds.

4. In the book of Genesis, Joseph’s brothers sold him to 
Midianite traders.

5. In the book of Numbers, the Midianites were a snare to 
God’s people.

6. In the book of Judges, the Midianites oppressed the 
Israelites.

7. When later generations of Israelites read this passage, they 
would have been utterly astounded to see a Midianite priest 
worshipping the Lord and giving advice to Moses.

B. When Jethro came to Moses, he brought Moses’ wife Zipporah and 
their two sons, Gershom and Eliezer.

1. We do not know the details of how Moses came to be 
separated from his family, but it is clear that this was a 
happy reunion.

2. As the text describes this reunion, it calls our attention to the 
meaning of the two boys’ names.

3. The name Gershom means, ‘a sojourner here.’

4. By giving his first son this name, Moses testified that Midian 
was not his true home.
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5. Imagine how this would have made Jethro feel.

6. He had welcomed Moses when he was a refugee.

7. He had even given him one of his daughters as a wife.

8. Yet Moses refused to call Midian his home. 

9. He was so adamant about this that he named his son 
Gershom.

10. Every time he mentioned the boy’s name, he was reminded 
that Midian was not his homeland.

11. It is not that Moses was ungrateful toward his father-in-law, 
but he was intent on preserving his distinct identity as an 
Israelite.

12. His relationship with the Lord was more important than his 
relationship with the members of his family.

C. You should have the same mindset as a Christian.

1. You need to maintain your distinct identity as a follower of 
Jesus Christ.

2. This is not an easy thing to do, because the world is always 
trying to assimilate you into itself.

3. For those of you who are familiar with Star Trek, the world is 
like the Borg.

4. The people of the world pressure you to adopt worldly ideas 
and worldly priorities.

5. If you are not careful, you will give in to that pressure.

6. Like Moses, you need to remember that you belong to the 
Lord, and that your inheritance is not here but in the world 
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to come. 

D. Moses’ other son was named Eliezer, which means ‘my God is my 
help.’

1. This name commemorated how the Lord had delivered 
Moses from the hand of Pharaoh.

2. This child’s name was a constant reminder to Moses that he 
owed his life to God.

3. This is another truth that you need to keep fresh in your 
mind and in your heart.

4. If you are a Christian, then the Lord has delivered you from 
sin and from its wages.

5. You are no longer a slave to sin.

6. You are no longer under the curse of the law.

7. You are no longer subject to death and judgment and hell.

8. Because you have the Lord as your helper, you will 
overcome.

E. When Moses met up with his father-in-law, he took him into a tent 
and gave him a full account of what had happened.

1. Moses testified to what the Lord had done for them. 

2. The text does not explicitly say so, but I think that it is pretty 
clear that Moses did this because he was seeking to convert 
his father-in-law.

3. He loved him, and he wanted him to come to know and 
worship the one true God.
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4. And notice that Moses did not preach a message of 
prosperity to Jethro.

5. He did not just tell him about how the Lord had delivered 
the Israelites.

6. He also told Jethro about the hardships that came upon 
Israel in the way.

7. Moses wasn’t candy-coating things.

8. He spoke the whole truth.

F. Moses spoke to Jethro about the Lord because he loved his father-
in-law. 

1. If we love our non-Christian neighbors, we will look for 
opportunities to speak to them about Christ.

2. If we are convinced that the God of the Bible is the only true 
God, if we believe that there is no other way to be saved 
from this God’s just judgment apart from Jesus Christ, then 
we will want other people to know Christ.

3. This is an essential aspect of your vocation as a Christian.

4. As Peter says in his first epistle, “But you are a chosen race, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 
Peter 2:9)

G. When Jethro heard what Moses had to say, he rejoiced over the 
things that the Lord had done for Israel.

1. He said, “Now I know that the LORD is greater than all 
gods.” 

2. Moses’ testimony was used by God to bring a pagan priest 
to believe in the true and living God.
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3. And notice how Jethro expresses his faith. 

4. He worships the Lord.

5. He offers sacrifices and joins Israel’s leaders in eating a 
covenant meal before God.

6. This was no interfaith worship service.

7. Jethro had just declared that Israel’s God stands above all 
other so-called gods.

8. The fact that he worshipped with God’s people in this way 
signified membership in the covenant community.

H. This amazing conversion brings to mind the passage that we read 
from Isaiah 9 at the beginning of the worship service this morning.

1. Speaking of the Messiah, Isaiah prophesies, “Of the increase 
of his government and of peace there will be no end.”

2. Christ’s government keeps on expanding.

3. He keeps on subduing more and more people under his 
dominion.

4. And this is not a matter of tyranny, but of blessing.

5. When the governments of this world expand, the result is 
conflict.

6. But Isaiah’s prophecy tells us that the expansion of Christ’s 
government brings peace.

III. An Efficient Government (13-27)

A. We turn now to the second half of our passage, where we see that 
the government of the kingdom of God is an efficient government.
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1. Jethro had only just been converted to faith in the true God, 
and here he is offering Moses advice about how to reform 
Israel’s judicial system.

2. While this might seem odd, it actually makes a lot of sense.

3. It is reflective of the fact that matters of church government 
are to a certain extent matters of common sense.

4. As our Confession of Faith explains, “there are some 
circumstances concerning the worship of God, and the 
government of the church, common to human actions and 
societies, which are to be ordered by the light of nature, and 
Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the 
Word, which are always to be observed.” [WCF 1.6]  

5. Jethro helped bring the light of nature to bear on this 
situation.

6. Moses had been given the responsibility to serve as Israel’s 
judge.

7. But he had not been given detailed instructions about the 
method that he should employ in carrying out his judicial 
function.

8. Before Jethro gave his advice, Moses was personally dealing 
with every single legal dispute in the nation.

9. This would be like the Supreme Court hearing every single 
lawsuit in America.

10. As you can imagine, it wasn’t working.

11. Moses was exhausted and the people were frustrated.

12. When Jethro saw what was happening, he realized that there 
had to be a better way.
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B. This was no small matter.

1. Inefficient government is extremely irritating to people.

2. We all know how frustrating it is to have to wait an 
inordinate amount of time for the government to fulfill the 
responsibilities that it has toward us.  

3. I think that every driver’s license photo I have ever taken 
shows me with a somewhat surly expression on my face. 

4. I would imagine that most of you can guess why.

5. Those sorts of things are annoying, but the issue at hand in 
this passage was much more serious.

6. In legal disputes, it is important to resolve matters in a 
timely fashion. 

7. This is why someone once coined the phrase, “Justice 
delayed is justice denied.”

8. If things kept going the way they were going, it would not 
be long before the Israelites started to think back fondly of 
the government that they experienced under Pharaoh.

C. Jethro’s advice did not deny Moses’ role as Israel’s mediator and 
lawgiver.

1. Moses would still represent the people before God.

2. He would still teach God’s law to the people.

3. But he needed to find honest men who would be qualified to 
deal with smaller matters.

4. Jethro was recommending that Israel adopt a graded court 
system, similar to the ones that we have in our country and 
in our denomination.
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5. Another key aspect of Jethro’s advice was his specification 
that this would not be a hereditary office, but one to which 
men would be appointed on the basis of their character and 
ability.

6. Jethro’s advice would make Israel’s government more 
efficient and it would set up safeguards against injustice.

D. There are a number of significant differences between Israel’s 
government and the government of Christ’s church today.

1. Chief among these is the fact that in Israel there was no 
distinction between the civil and religious spheres, which is 
not the case today.

2. There is a distinction between the Church and the State.

3. Listen to the way our Book of Church Order explains this 
distinction:  “The power of the Church is exclusively 
spiritual; that of the State includes the exercise of force. The 
constitution of the Church derives from divine revelation; 
the constitution of the State must be determined by human 
reason and the course of providential events. The Church 
has no right to construct or modify a government for the 
State, and the State has no right to frame a creed or polity for 
the Church. They are as planets moving in concentric 
orbits” [BCO 3-1]

4. Bearing in mind the difference between Israel’s government 
and that of the church, we can still draw some helpful 
applications from this passage.

5. Perhaps the most important thing is that God provides a 
government for his church.

6. In the words of our Confession of Faith, “The Lord Jesus, as 
King and Head of His Church, hath therein appointed 
government, in the hand of Church officers, distinct from the 
civil magistrate.” [30.1]
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7. Jesus is not an absentee ruler. 

8. He governs his people through the church government he 
has instituted in his Word.

9. This is why it is important for individual Christians to be 
members of a local church.

10. Church membership is not a formality or a human invention.

11. It is biblical.

12. The only way a Christian can follow the Bible’s instructions 
about submitting to the church’s leaders is by being a 
member of some local church.

E. A second insight that we can gain from this passage is that church 
government is intended for our good.

1. The people of Israel benefitted greatly from the 
implementation of Jethro’s advice.

2. In the same way, we benefit from being under the 
government of Christ’s church.

3. We are not like sheep without a shepherd.

4. The Lord has provided real-live shepherds to watch over us.

5. But this does not mean that we are subject to the tyranny of 
men.

6. Jesus has set forth general rules in his Word that provide the 
basic parameters for how the church should be governed.

7. He has not given instructions about all of the details, but 
when we follow what he has told us and make good use of 
the light of nature, God’s people will have an efficient 
government.
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IV. Conclusion

A. One day, every knee will bow down before Christ and submit to his 
government.

1. Some people will do this in loving adoration, while others 
will do it in bitter resignation.

2. Up until that day arrives, our Lord is continuing to do the 
things that we see him doing here in Exodus 18.

3. He is working through the church’s witness to expand his 
dominion into the hearts of those who were previously 
outside of his kingdom.

4. And he is effectively shepherding his sheep through the 
government that he has given to his church.

B. It is an incomparable blessing to be under the government of Jesus 
Christ.

1. Everyone who is not under Christ’s government is under the 
dominion of Satan, and he is a tyrant far worse than 
Pharaoh.

2. But Jesus summons his subjects to himself with these words:   
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, 
for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is 
light.” (Matthew 11:28–30 ESV)


